CHAPTER    I

WE lived in Ayot for months before he called on us. I knew him
sauntering along the lane in that queer Norfolk suit of his, tweed cap
well over his forehead, tipped rakishly to display one eyebrow, swinging
his stick round and round in the air, not bad for a man in the eighties.
I had seen him on a stile with a chorus of birds overhead, squirrels running
up the tree behind him and I passed softly by, glad that he was at home
in this world; and I had seen him merging into the haze of the lime
grove, his old green Irish cape slung over that long frame of his in the
manner of Tolstoy and I had seen him standing in the snow in a long
white raincoat eagerly taking snaps of the demolished abbey and I
thought he has been here thirty years and he still finds everything exciting
and new. I knew the tip-tapping of his stick against the gravel path as
well as I knew the laugh of the green woodpecker. All this time I knew
him as I wanted to know him.
One day he came walking up the path.
"Anyone in?" he shouted.
He left his embroidered gloves, his wideawake" hat and stick at the
entrance and settled himself comfortably and bolt upright in the settee',
arms folded and long legs crossed, and started his conversation as if we
had been conversing for years. Perhaps we had. My wife smiled as he
became more and more at home, swinging one foot, stressing his speech
with forefinger, telling us the things we knew, the whole world knew
about him, for had he not built up for the last fifty years a very clear
picture of himself? Everybody knows everything about George Bernard
Shaw: what he wears, what he eats, what he thinks and what he looks
like. Never has there been a man more publicized in this era of easy
publicity. I caught Clare's smile and understood. Twenty years back she
had asked him to sit for her for a portrait and his answer was in the strain
of Eliza Doolittle. She had said then: "One day he will come to me !"
"Have you noticed," he asked us, "that there is an aura" about Ayot
Saint Lawrence, a certain stillness, a silence about the place?" That is
just the thing that attracted us towards it, we told him. The village seemed
to have stood still for the last five hundred years. He brushed this idea
aside a^d said: